Legal Problems of the Deaf by Myers, Lowell J
JADARA 
Volume 3 Number 4 Article 7 
November 2019 
Legal Problems of the Deaf 
Lowell J. Myers 
None 
Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara 
Recommended Citation 
Myers, L. J. (2019). Legal Problems of the Deaf. JADARA, 3(4). Retrieved from 
https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol3/iss4/7 
LEGAL PROBLEMS OF THE DEAF
LOWELL J. MYERS
During the past ten years I have handled thousands of
cases Involving deaf people. Many of those people made tragic
mistakes, simply because they did not understand the law and
they did not know what they were supposed to do.
Let's take a typical example: A short time ago a deaf
man in Chicago was driving to church on Sunday morning.
A policeman stopped him for some traffic violation and asked
him for his driver's license. The deaf man could not under
stand the policeman. Matters got confused, and the policeman
jumped to the conclusion that this man must be mentally ill.
The policeman took him into custody.
He was then brought before a judge, but there was no
interpreter. The man stood there silently, and the judge prob
ably did not realize that he was deaf. The judge probably
thought that he was just refusing to answer. The judge set
the trial date for the traffic violation for a date three months
in the future. The bond was set at $300. The deaf man did
not have $800 on him, and so he was kept in jail. He was
kept in jail there for the entire three months—waiting for
th^ trial date. During that time he was given a series of men
tal tests that showed there was nothing wrong with him.
When his case came up in court three months later, the
case was immediately dismissed. The total result was that this
man spent three months in jail for no particular reason—^just
because of a misunderstanding with a policeman.
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During that three month period the deaf man lost his
job, he lost his car (it was repossessed), he lost his apartment,
and he lost just about everything that he had in the world.
All of this could have been avoided very easily, if the
deaf man had known how to handle the situation—but he did
not know how to handle it.
Here's what the deaf man should have done:
1. He should have had some kind of proof that he was deaf
in his wallet. If he had had a membership card in a deaf
organization, or a letter from a doctor, or something of
that kind, then he could have shown it to the policeman.
The policeman would then have understood that he was
deaf and would not have jumped to the conclusion that
he was mentally ill.
2. When he was brought before the judge, he should not
have stood there silently, waiting to see what would hap
pen. Instead, he should have given the judge a note say
ing:
"I am deaf. I cannot hear or speak. I need an inter
preter. I want the clerk of the court to call my law
yer immediately, so he can come down here right
away, to help me. I am handicapped—and I ask
this court to protect me."
If the deaf man had given the judge that kind of a note,
the judge would probably have set him free immediately. Or,
at least, the deaf man would have gotten help within a short
time. But when the deaf man stood there silently and did
nothing, he ran the risk of losing all his legal rights and
privileges.
The deaf man did not realize that in order to get the
protection of your legal rights, you frequently have to ask
for them, and demand them. If you don't, the court may think
that you don't want them; then you may not get them. This is
a very basic principle, but the deaf man did not know it. When
this man was going to school (a special school for deaf child-
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ren) he should have been taught: If you want your legal rights
—Then you miist speak up and ask for them. But, no one had
ever taught him that.
Let's take another real-life example. A deaf man in Chi
cago signed a lease on an apartment for two years. A little
while later he was offered a much better job in another city.
He came to see me and he said: "Well, I guess I'll have to turn
down that new job, because I signed the two-year lease in
this city. That means I have to stay here for two years."
That conclusion was wrong. When you sign a contract,
that does not mean that you have to do what the contract
says. It just means that if you break the contract the other
party can make you pay the damages; if there are any dam
ages.
I notified the landlord that the deaf man would move
out at the end of the month, and I told the landlord that the
deaf man would be willing to pay for the cost of advertising
for a new tenant for the apartment. The apartment was
vacant for one month while the landlord was looking for a
new tenant. The deaf man paid the landlord for that one
month's rent (which was $100) and he paid the landlord for
the advertising (which was $25). It cost him a total of $125;
but that was much better for him than staying in the apart
ment for two years and missing the better job.
An apartment lease (like all contracts) does not necessa
rily have to be carried out. Sometimes its better to break the
contract and pay the damages. You have a legal right to do
that. Someone should have taught the deaf man in school:
Contracts do NOT always have to he carried out. But, no one
had ever taught him that.
Let's take another example. A deaf man was in an auto
mobile accident and he came to see me about it. I asked him,
"Do you have an automobile insurance policy?" He said,
"Sure I do." I asked him, "Where's your policy?" He said, I
don't have a policy, but I have this card."
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He took a card out of his wallet and gave it to me. That
card was a bail bond card. It had nothing to do with auto
mobile insurance. You can buy a bond card of that kind for
about $5.00 a year. (You can use it instead of posting a $25
cash bond on a traffic ticket.)
I asked him, "Where did you get that card?" He answer
ed, "Every year I go to see my insurance agent. I pay him
$150.00 and he gives me a new card. That's my insurance
policy.
I told him, "Tm sorry to tell you this, but your insurance
agent has been cheating you. That is not an insurance policy.
It's just a bond card. It's not worth $150.00 a year. It's only
worth $5.00 a year."
The reason it was so easy for the insurance agent to
cheat this deaf man was because he did not even know what
an automobile insurance policy looked like. When he paid
$150.00 to the agent, he did not know enough to get a receipt.
When this deaf man was going to school someone should have
taught him what an insurance policy looked like. Someone
should have taught him what a bond card was. Someone should
have told him: When you make a payment, always get a re
ceipt showing how much you paid, and exactly what it was for.
But no one ever taught him those things.
From cases of this kind we can draw certain basic con
clusions :
1. Deaf people often do not know even the most elementary
legal principles. They may be totally ignorant of legal
matters.
2. Many deaf people are not only ignorant of law, they are
also ignorant of elementary matters of business and com
mercial affairs. They receive letters or court papers and
throw them away. They write letters to other people and
never think of keeping a copy of them. They make pay
ments and don't get a receipt.
3. The lack of language ability makes many problems for
them. They may fill out forms incorrectly because they
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don't understand the words on the form. They sign a
contract that is filled with clauses about Penalties, Con
fession of judgment, Wage Assignment, etc., etc. because
they do not know what those words mean.
4. Many salesmen, etc., will deliberately try to take ad
vantage of a deaf person because the salesman figures
that the deaf person will be easy to fool; he thinks that
the deaf person will have a hard time finding a lawyer
to help him and that the deaf person will not be able to
explain to the judge what really happened.
5. In the same way, many criminals would prefer to rob
a deaf person than a normal person. The criminal fig
ures that the deaf person will not be able to complain to
the police as easily and that the deaf person will find it
hard to testify against them if the case goes to court.
6. Some deaf persons are more likely to get involved in mis
understandings that result in legal complications. Once
a deaf person gets involved in such a situation he may
find it very hard to get out of it.
For all of those reasons, deaf persons have more legal
problems than ones with normal hearing. Their problems are
likely to be more complicated and harder to handle.
Some time ago the Department of Health, Education and
Welfare asked me to write a book explaining common legal
problems of the deaf. I wrote that book and it was distributed
by the federal government to judges, lawyers, and govern
ment officials. That book is still available free of charge, by
writing to;
Boyce R. Williams
Chief, Communication Disorders Branch
Division of Disability Services
Rehabilitation Services Administration
Washington, D. C. 20201
Some copies of the book were also sent to principals of
schools for deaf children. Some of the principals of schools
for the deaf wrote to me and they said in effect:
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Dear Mr. Myers,
Your book is O.K. for lawyers and judges, but it's too
hard a book for deaf children themselves. What we really
need in the school is a book that we can give to the child
ren in their final semester, just before they leave school:
a book that will teach them exactly what they have to
know in order to get along in the world.
It's true that there is a neecDfor such a book, so to ful
fill that need I wrote a book called "The Law and the Deaf—
Student Edition." It explains in very simple language exactly
what deaf children should know. That book was printed and
issued in October of 1968 and is now being used in most
residential schools for the Deaf in the United States. I think
this book will go a long way towards making the new genera
tion of deaf people into more self-reliant and independent
people, who can take care of themselves in all situations. This
book may also be useful for the adult deaf, who have never
learned the things that they must know in order to get plong
successfully in the world.
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